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POWER AMPLIFIER MISMATCH 
PROTECTION WITH CLAMPING DIODES 

IN RF FEEDBACK CIRCUIT 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to power ampli?ers, and more 
particularly to a circuit for protecting a transistor used as a 
poWer ampli?er from overvoltage conditions at its output 
terminal. 

BACKGROUND 

The use of diodes betWeen the collector terminal of a 
transistor and ground to provide over-voltage protection 
from electrostatic discharge (ESD) and some load is mis 
match conditions is standard engineering practice. Prevent 
ing a buildup of eXcess collector voltage is important, 
because such eXcess collector voltage is one of the main 
causes of radio frequency (RF) poWer transistor burnout 
Where mismatched loading or ESD is present. An RF signal 
handled by the poWer transistor is typically de?ned as an 
alternating current having a frequency above substantially 9 
kHZ. 

Apresently-knoWn circuit 100 for protecting a transistor 
is shoWn in FIG. 1. The base terminal of a bipolar transistor 
102 is connected to an input terminal 104, the collector 
terminal of the bipolar transistor 102 is connected to an 
output terminal 106, and the emitter terminal of the bipolar 
transistor 102 is connected to ground. The input terminal 
104 and the output terminal 106 can be physical terminals, 
or simply arbitrary points on conductors leading to other 
electrical components. A?lter 114 may be provided betWeen 
the input terminal of the bipolar transistor 102 and the input 
terminal 104. Further, an inductor 116 may be connected at 
one end to a point in the circuit betWeen the input terminal 
104 and the ?lter 114 (or the bipolar transistor 102, if the 
?lter 114 is not used), Where the other end of the inductor 
116 is connected to ground. 
A diode array 108 is also connected to the collector 

terminal of the bipolar transistor 102. An inductor 118 may 
be connected from a voltage source to the collector terminal 
of the bipolar transistor 102 and the diode array 108. The 
inductor 118 acts to resist current ?oW from the voltage 
source to the diode array 108 or collector terminal of the 
bipolar transistor 102, While pulling up the voltage of the 
output terminal 106 during normal operation. 

The diode array 108 includes a number of ?rst diodes 110 
connected in series, Where the initial ?rst diode 110 in series 
is connected to the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 
102 and the last ?rst diode 110 in series is connected to 
ground. The ?rst diodes 110 are each oriented toWard 
ground. That is, the forWard bias direction of each ?rst diode 
110 is aWay from the collector terminal of the bipolar 
transistor 102 and toWard the ground. The activation voltage 
and voltage drop of each ?rst diode 110, and the number of 
?rst diodes 110, are chosen such that a particular overvoltage 
at the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 102 Will 
cause a forWard bias to be applied to all of the ?rst diodes 
110, thereby opening a path to ground through Which the 
overvoltage can dissipate. In this Way, the ?rst diodes 110 
protect the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 102 
from overvoltage conditions that can result from electro 
static discharge (ESD) or from impedance or voltage mis 
match associated With a load connected to the output ter 
minal 106. 

Similarly, the diode array 108 includes a number of 
second diodes 112 connected in series, Where the initial 
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2 
second diode 112 in series is connected to ground and the 
last second diode 112 in series is connected to the collector 
terminal of the bipolar transistor 102. The second diodes 112 
are each oriented toWard the collector terminal of the bipolar 
transistor 102. That is, the forWard bias direction of each 
second diode 112 is toWard the collector terminal of the 
bipolar transistor 102 and aWay from the ground. The set of 
serially-connected second diodes 112 is connected in paral 
lel to the set of serially-connected ?rst diodes 110. The 
activation voltage and voltage drop of each second diode 
112, and the number of second diodes 112, are chosen such 
that a particular overvoltage at the collector terminal of the 
bipolar transistor 102 Will cause a forWard bias to be applied 
to all of the second diodes 112, thereby opening a path to 
ground through Which the overvoltage can dissipate. Such 
overvoltage is a different polarity from the overvoltage that 
causes all of the ?rst diodes 110 to open a path to ground. 
In this Way, the second diodes 112 protect the collector 
terminal of the bipolar transistor 102 from overvoltage 
conditions that can result from electrostatic discharge (ESD) 
or from impedance or voltage mismatch associated With a 
load connected to the output terminal 106. The number of 
?rst diodes 110 and second diodes 112 is not necessarily 
equal, as overvoltage at a particular polarity may Warrant 
more protection than overvoltage at the opposite polarity. 

Thus, the diode array 108 alloWs at least some overvolt 
age to run to ground in order to protect the transistor 102. 
HoWever, the continuing application of gain by the transistor 
102 to a signal received at its base terminal from the input 
terminal 104 still may result in eXcess voltage at the col 
lector terminal, and damage the transistor 102. 

SUMMARY 

A set of clamping diodes betWeen terminals of a transistor 
acting as a poWer ampli?er is con?gured to alloW overvolt 
age at the output terminal of the transistor to travel through 
those clamping diodes to provide feedback used by the 
transistor for gain control. 

In one aspect of the invention, tWo sets of clamping 
diodes are provided betWeen the collector terminal and the 
base terminal of a bipolar transistor. A ?rst set of clamping 
diodes are serially connected, and the forWard bias of each 
clamping diode in the ?rst set is oriented toWard the base 
terminal. A second set of clamping diodes are serially 
connected, and the forWard bias of each clamping diode in 
the second set is oriented toWard the collector terminal. The 
?rst set of clamping diodes is connected in parallel to the 
second set. In this Way, overvoltage at the collector resulting 
from ESD or load mismatch creates a forWard bias on the set 
of clamping diodes oriented toWard the base, alloWing 
current to How across those clamping diodes to provide 
feedback. The feedback reduces the input current applied to 
the base terminal of the transistor, reducing the overvoltage 
conditions at the collector terminal and protecting the tran 
sistor from damage. 

In another aspect of the invention, tWo sets of clamping 
diodes are provided betWeen the drain terminal and the gate 
terminal of a ?eld effect transistor. A ?rst set of clamping 
diodes are serially connected, and the forWard bias of each 
clamping diode in the ?rst set is oriented toWard the gate 
terminal. A second set of clamping diodes are serially 
connected, and the forWard bias of each clamping diode in 
the second set is oriented toWard the drain terminal. The ?rst 
set of clamping diodes is connected in parallel to the second 
set. In this Way, overvoltage at the drain resulting from ESD 
or load mismatch creates a forWard bias on the set of 
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clamping diodes oriented toward the gate, allowing current 
to How across those clamping diodes to provide feedback. 
The feedback reduces the input current applied to the gate 
terminal of the transistor, reducing the overvoltage condi 
tions at the drain terminal and protecting the transistor from 
damage. 

The invention Will be more fully understood upon con 
sideration of the detailed description below, taken together 
With the accompanying draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic of a prior art overvoltage protection 
circuit. 

FIG. 2 is a schematic of one embodiment of an overvolt 
age protection circuit. 

Use of the same reference symbols in different ?gures 
indicates similar or identical items. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Referring to FIG. 2, a circuit 200 for protecting a poWer 
ampli?er from overvoltage conditions at its output is shoWn. 
The base terminal of a bipolar transistor 202 is connected to 
an input terminal 204, the collector terminal of the bipolar 
transistor 202 is connected to an output terminal 206, and the 
emitter terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 is connected to 
ground. The input terminal 204 and the output terminal 206 
can be physical terminals, or simply arbitrary points on 
conductors leading to other electrical components. A ?lter 
214 may be provided betWeen the input terminal of the 
bipolar transistor 202 and the input terminal 204. Further, an 
inductor 216 may be connected at one end to a point in the 
circuit betWeen the input terminal 204 and the ?lter 214 (or 
the bipolar transistor 202, if the ?lter 214 is not used), Where 
the other end of the inductor 216 is connected to ground. 
Adiode array 208 is connected at one end to the collector 

terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 and at the other end to 
the input terminal 204. An inductor 218 may be connected 
from a voltage source to one end of the collector terminal of 
the bipolar transistor 202 and one end of the diode array 208. 
The inductor 218 acts to resist current ?oW from the voltage 
source to the diode array 208 or collector terminal of the 
bipolar transistor 202, While pulling up the voltage of the 
output terminal 206 during normal operation. 

The diode array 208 includes a number of ?rst diodes 210 
connected in series, Where the initial ?rst diode 210 in series 
is connected to the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 
202 and the last ?rst diode 210 in series is connected to the 
input terminal 204. The ?rst diodes 210 may be referred to 
as clamping diodes. The ?rst diodes 210 are each oriented 
toWard the input terminal 204. That is, the forWard bias 
direction of each ?rst diode 210 is aWay from the collector 
terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 and toWard the input 
terminal 204. The activation voltage and voltage drop of 
each ?rst diode 210, and the number of ?rst diodes 210, are 
chosen such that a particular overvoltage at the collector 
terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 Will cause a forWard 
bias to be applied to all of the ?rst diodes 210, thereby 
opening a path to the input terminal. In one embodiment, 
each ?rst diode 210 has an activation voltage of substantially 
0.7V, and a voltage drop across the activated diode in the 
forWard bias direction of substantially 1.25—1.3V. In one 
embodiment, the activation voltage of each ?rst diode 210 
and the voltage drop across each ?rst diode 210 is the same. 
HoWever, the activation voltages and voltage drops may be 
different at different ?rst diodes 210, if desired. 
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4 
Similarly, the diode array 208 includes a number of 

second diodes 212 connected in series, Where the initial 
second diode 212 in series is connected to the input terminal 
204 and the last second diode 212 in series is connected to 
the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 202. The 
second diodes 212 also may be referred to as clamping 
diodes. The second diodes 212 are each oriented toWard the 
collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 202. That is, the 
forWard bias direction of each second diode 212 is toWard 
the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 and aWay 
from the input terminal 204. The set of serially-connected 
second diodes 212 is connected in parallel to the set of 
serially-connected ?rst diodes 210. The activation voltage 
and voltage drop of each second diode 212, and the number 
of second diodes 212, are chosen such that a particular 
overvoltage at the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 
202 Will cause a forWard bias to be applied to all of the 
second diodes 212, thereby opening a path to the input 
terminal 204. Such overvoltage is a different polarity from 
the overvoltage that causes all of the ?rst diodes 210 to open 
a path to ground. The number of ?rst diodes 210 and second 
diodes 212 is not necessarily equal, as overvoltage at a 
particular polarity may Warrant more protection than over 
voltage at the opposite polarity. Further, the number and the 
siZe of the second diodes 212 are chosen such that normal 
input voltages do not open all of the second diodes 212. In 
this Way, the signal from the input terminal 204 does not 
bypass the bipolar transistor 202 during normal operation of 
the circuit 200. In one embodiment, the activation voltage of 
each second diode 212 and the voltage drop across each 
second diode 212 is the same, and is the same as the 
activation voltage and the voltage drop across each ?rst 
diode 210. HoWever, the activation voltages and voltage 
drops may be different at different second diodes 212, if 
desired. In one embodiment, each second diode 212 has an 
activation voltage of substantially 0.7V, and a voltage drop 
across the activated diode in the forWard bias direction of 
substantially 1.25—1.3V. 

While the transistor 202 is described above as a bipolar 
transistor, one skilled in the art Will recogniZe that a ?eld 
effect transistor may be used instead, Where that ?eld effect 
transistor has analogous gate, source and drain terminals. 
The ?eld effect transistor operates in a similar manner as the 
bipolar transistor in the circuit 200, and is protected by the 
diode array 208 in the same manner as a bipolar transistor. 
Thus, all references in this document to a bipolar transistor 
and/or its terminals refer equally to a ?eld effect transistor 
and/or its analogous terminals. 

During normal operation of the circuit 200, current is not 
transmitted through the diode array 208. To operate the 
circuit 200, current and voltage are applied to the base 
terminal of the bipolar transistor 202. This current and 
voltage are characteristics of an RF input signal received 
through the input terminal 204, via the ?lter 216 (if utiliZed). 
As the current applied to the base terminal increases, the 
current at the collector 206 of the bipolar transistor 202 
increases. The increase in current betWeen the base terminal 
and the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 is the 
gain of that bipolar transistor 202. Correspondingly, the 
voltage at the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 202 
increases as the current applied to the base terminal 
increases. In this Way, a signal received at the base terminal 
of the bipolar transistor 202 is ampli?ed and transmitted to 
the output terminal 206. 
An overvoltage condition at the collector terminal of the 

bipolar transistor 202 is undesirable, because it can damage 
the transistor 202. An overvoltage condition may be caused 
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by ESD, or by a mismatched load connected to the output 
terminal 206. A mismatched load can re?ect voltage back 
from the load to the collector terminal, creating an over 
voltage condition. 
When an overvoltage condition is present at the collector 

terminal of the bipolar transistor, it is also present at the 
entrance of the diode array 208. The entrance of the diode 
array 208 is de?ned as the location in the diode array 208 
connected to the collector terminal of the bipolar transistor 
202. The overvoltage is applied to both the ?rst diode 210 
and the second diode 212 connected to the entrance of the 
diode array 208. Depending on the polarity of the overvolt 
age condition, one or the other of those diodes 210, 212 
adjacent to the entrance of the diode array 208 receives a 
forWard bias voltage. If the overvoltage condition is large 
enough, the appropriate diode 210, 212 is activated, and 
current travels through it, experiencing a voltage drop 
through the diode 210, 212. The other diode 210, 212 does 
not change its state, remaining in an open-circuit con?gu 
ration. 

For clarity in describing the diode array 208, the polarity 
of the overvoltage condition is assumed to be such that the 
?rst diode 210 adjacent to the entrance of the diode array 
208 is the diode activated above, and the second diodes 212 
remain in an open-circuit con?guration. The ?rst diode 210 
doWnstream from the diode 210 that has been activated 
above noW has a voltage applied to it. This voltage is 
substantially equal to the overvoltage at the collector termi 
nal of the transistor 202, minus the voltage drop experienced 
across the ?rst diode 210 adjacent to the entrance of the 
diode array 208. As With the ?rst diode 210 adjacent to the 
entrance of the diode array 208, the next ?rst diode 210 is 
itself activated if the voltage applied to it is large enough, 
and current travels through it, experiencing a voltage drop 
across the diode 210. 

The remaining ?rst diodes 210 in sequence are in turn 
activated if the voltage applied to each one is high enough, 
and voltage drops across each activated ?rst diode 210. If the 
overvoltage value is high enough, all of the ?rst diodes 210 
are activated, and an electrical path is opened across the 
diode array 208. A feedback signal current then ?oWs to the 
input terminal 204 across the diode array 208. The feedback 
signal is an RF signal. 

The characteristics of the circuit path over Which the 
feedback signal travels, such as the length of the circuit path 
and the properties of the diodes 210, 212 and bipolar 
transistor 202, are chosen such that the RF feedback signal 
is out of phase With the RF input signal received through the 
input terminal 204. Because the RF feedback signal current 
is out of phase With the RF input signal current, destructive 
interference occurs betWeen them, decreasing the magnitude 
of the RF input signal. Consequently, the current applied to 
the base terminal of the transistor 202 is reduced from the 
amount that Was previously applied. Therefore, the gain of 
the transistor 202 is reduced. The reduced gain results in a 
loWer voltage at the collector terminal of the transistor 202. 
Thus, the diode array 208 not only dissipates overvoltage at 
the collector terminal of the transistor 202, but also provides 
negative feedback to the transistor 202 to reduce the voltage 
at the collector terminal resulting from normal operation of 
the transistor 202. The second diodes 212 are chosen such 
that this loWer voltage condition does not activate a path 
back to the entrance of the diode array 208 via the second 
diodes 212. 

If the overvoltage condition at the collector terminal of 
the transistor 202 is the opposite polarity than described 
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above, the operation of the diode array 208 is the same as 
described above, With the exception that the second diodes 
212 are utiliZed to open a path across the diode array 208 
instead of the ?rst diodes 210. 

Although the invention has been described With reference 
to particular embodiments, the description is only an 
example of the invention’s application and should not be 
taken as a limitation. Consequently, various adaptations and 
combinations of features of the embodiments disclosed are 
Within the scope of the invention as de?ned by the folloWing 
claims and their legal equivalents. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An electronic circuit for overvoltage protection, the 

circuit used in conjunction With a radio frequency input 
signal source and a load, the circuit comprising: 

a bipolar transistor comprising 
a base terminal connected to the input signal source, 
a collector terminal connected to the load, and 
an emitter terminal connected to ground; and 

a diode array connecting said base terminal and said 
collector terminal, said diode array comprising 
a plurality of serially-connected ?rst diodes forming a 

?rst set, and 
a plurality of serially-connected second diodes forming 

a second set, 
said second set connected in parallel to said ?rst set. 

2. The circuit of claim 1, Wherein each said ?rst diode has 
a forWard bias direction oriented toWard said base terminal 
and each said second diode has a forWard bias direction 
oriented toWard said collector terminal. 

3. The circuit of claim 1, Wherein the number of said ?rst 
diodes is different from the number of said second diodes. 

4. The circuit of claim 1, Wherein each said ?rst diode and 
each said second diode has a substantially equal activation 
voltage. 

5. The circuit of claim 1, Wherein the voltage drop across 
each said ?rst diode and each said second diode is substan 
tially equal. 

6. The circuit of claim 1, further comprising: 
a ?rst inductor connected to a voltage source and to said 

diode array; and 
a second inductor connected to ground and to said diode 

array. 
7. The circuit of claim 1, further comprising a ?lter 

electrically connected to said base terminal of said bipolar 
transistor, betWeen said diode array and said base terminal of 
said bipolar transistor. 

8. An electronic circuit for overvoltage protection, the 
circuit used in conjunction With 

a radio frequency input signal source and a load, the 
circuit comprising: 

a ?eld effect transistor comprising 
a gate terminal connected to the input signal source, 
a drain terminal connected to the load, and 
a source terminal connected to ground; and 

a diode array connecting said gate terminal and said drain 
terminal, said diode array comprising 
a plurality of serially-connected ?rst diodes forming a 

?rst set, and 
a plurality of serially-connected second diodes forming 

a second set, 
said second set connected in parallel to said ?rst set. 

9. The circuit of claim 8, Wherein each said ?rst diode has 
a forWard bias direction oriented toWard said gate terminal 
and each said second diode has a forWard bias direction 
oriented toWard said drain terminal. 
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10. The circuit of claim 8, wherein the number of said ?rst 
diodes is different from the number of said second diodes. 

11. The circuit of claim 8, Wherein each said ?rst diode 
and each said second diode has a substantially equal acti 
vation voltage. 

12. The circuit of claim 8, Wherein the voltage drop across 
each said ?rst diode and each said second diode is substan 
tially equal. 

13. The circuit of claim 8, further comprising: 
a ?rst inductor connected to a voltage source and to said 

diode array; and 

a second inductor connected to ground and to said diode 
array. 

14. The circuit of claim 8, further comprising a ?lter 
electrically connected to said gate terminal of said ?eld 
effect transistor, betWeen said diode array and said gate 
terminal of said ?eld effect transistor. 

15. A method for controlling a transistor used for poWer 
ampli?cation, comprising: 

providing a bipolar transistor, comprising 
a base terminal connected to the source of the input 

signal, 
a collector terminal connected to the load, and 
an emitter terminal connected to ground; 
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providing a diode array connecting said base terminal and 

said collector terminal, said diode array comprising 
a plurality of serially-connected ?rst diodes forming a 

?rst set, and 
a plurality of serially-connected second diodes forming 

a second set, said second set connected in parallel to 
said ?rst set, 

applying a radio frequency input signal to said base 
terminal; 

receiving overvoltage at said collector terminal; and 
opening an electrical path through said diode array, 

Wherein a radio frequency feedback signal out of phase 
With said input signal ?oWs from said collector terminal 
through said diode array such that the combination of 
said feedback signal With said input signal reduces the 
current of said input signal, Wherein said gain of said 
transistor is reduced. 

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising providing 
a ?lter betWeen said base terminal and said diode array, 
Wherein said voltage is applied to said base terminal from 
said diode array via said ?lter. 

* * * * * 


